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WELL-PERFORMING ORGANIZATIONS 


My Report to the House of Commons for the fiscal year ended 31 March 1988 has been 
tabled by the Speaker of the House. Chapter 4 (Study on Well-Performing Organizations) is 
generating particularly widespread interest, and we have therefore prepared it as a separate document 
for easy reference. 


Several questions that arose during this Study remain unanswered. For example, why is 
it that some organizations acquire and maintain the attributes of high performance? How can others be 
encouraged and assisted to do likewise? What is the mindset and what are the values that drive some 
people to always seek improvement in their organization’s performance? 


We encourage discussion and further work on these topics, in order to move closer to the 


ideal of a more productive and more satisfying public service. 


Kenneth M. Dye, F.C.A. 
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WELL-PERFORMING ORGANIZATIONS 


Main Points 


We examined eight government organizations that are considered to be performing well. We 
sought to identify and describe the attributes that contribute to this high performance. 
(paragraphs 4.9 to 4.11) 


Emphasis on people. People are challenged, encouraged and developed. They are given 
power to act and to use their judgment. There is a belief that high performance is a product of 
people who care rather than systems that constrain. People do not preoccupy themselves with 
the risk of failure, but are confident they can tackle virtually any challenge. (4.73 to 4.76) 


Participative leadership. Leadership is not authoritarian or coercive, but participative 
whenever possible. The leaders envision an ideal organization, define purpose and goals, then 
articulate these and foster committment. Staff communicate easily. They feel comfortable 
consulting their peers as well as those above and below them. Although formal levels exist for 
administrative purposes, there are no boundaries that inhibit collaboration in achieving goals. 
(4.77 to 4.80) 


Innovative work styles. Staff reflect on their performance. They learn from the effects of 
their actions. They seek to solve problems creatively. They maintain strong monitoring, 
feedback and control systems as useful tools. They are self-reliant, rather than dependent on 
control from an outside authority. (4.81 to 4.84) 


Strong client orientation. These organizations focus strongly on their clients, deriving 
satisfaction from serving the client rather than the bureaucracy. There is an alignment of 
values and purpose between the well-performing organizations and their political and central 
agency masters, with a view to strong performance and high achievement. (4.85 to 4.88) 


A mindset that seeks optimum performance. People hold values that drive them to always 
seek improvement in their organization’s performance. When conditions change, they adjust 
their methods, not their values. Because of this orientation toward performance and 
adaptability, the organization performs well even in a changing environment. This mindset may 
be the most important attribute of all. (4.91 to 4.96) 
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WELL-PERFORMING ORGANIZATIONS 


Introduction 


4.1 In our 1983 annual Report, we published a chapter entitled Constraints to 
Productive Management in the Public Service. We reported that political priorities had a major 
impact on productive management; that managers felt unduly constrained by administrative 
procedures and conflicting accountability requirements; and that there were few incentives, but 
many disincentives, to managing productively. We suggested that the Government take 
certain steps: encourage and support productive management; increase managerial authority; 
emphasize the development of managers; and support experiments to improve productive 
management. 


4.2 That report received widespread attention, both in the public service and 
elsewhere. It generated inquiry and discussion among public service managers on how to 
improve productivity; and the Government announced that it would act to remove some of the 
constraints. As one initiative, the Comptroller General convened a Symposium on Issues in 
Productive Management, attended by Deputy Ministers, provincial officials and corporate 
representatives. The Symposium reached a conclusion, among others, that 


There is a need for more innovation and acceptance of risk in the design of 
management systems and less prescriptive, complex control by the centre... 


Policies and systems imposed by central agencies need to be reviewed with 
considerably more participation by departmental line managers... 


4.3 Another initiative, by the Treasury Board Secretariat, was a “Best Practices 
Exchange Program". It was designed to encourage more productive management. 


4.4 The most significant response to our report and to the subsequent Symposium 
was the Government’s adoption in 1986 of a new philosophy of management that relies more 
on the ability of managers to manage and less on detailed regulations. 


4.5 The Government introduced this philosophy as part of a new, ongoing process 
called Increased Ministerial Authority and Accountability (IMAA). Its aim is to remove 
constraints to productive management, to give departments greater flexibility in allocating 
resources, and to place greater emphasis on products than on process in program delivery. A 
key characteristic of IMAA is an invitation for joint initiatives between departments and the 
Treasury Board. The aim of these initiatives is to improve productive management by trying 
out new ideas which, if successful, may later be applied throughout the public service. 


4.6 This Office supports IMAA as an important step toward a more productive, more 
satisfied public service. At the same time, we recognize that it takes time to modify the 
governing values in the public service. Such a modified set of values would complement the 
traditional focus on systems, controls and processes with an orientation to people, commitment 
and purpose, both in departments and in central agencies. 
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4.7 We note that, in the spring of 1988, the Government announced another 
significant step: the creation of a new Centre for Management Studies to broaden the 
development of public service managers. This, too, is an important step toward a more 
productive and more satisfied public service. 


4.8 In our 1983 Report, we indicated that some public service managers performed 
better than others in managing operations productively. They did this largely through 
innovative thinking and through consultative interaction with bosses, peers, subordinates and 
central agencies. Their approach generated better performance as well as an esprit de corps. 
We suggested accordingly that this approach should be given strong encouragement and 
support from corporate leadership and central agencies. 


Aim of the Study 


4.9 A general consensus indicates that some government organizations continue to 
perform better than others in delivering their programs productively. They do so not 
necessarily with respect to any one specific criterion — least cost, for example — but in terms of 
overall performance, including quality and level of service, timeliness, responsiveness, cost- 
effectiveness and satisfaction of employees. 


4.10 This realization, and the observation that some of these organizations seemed to 
be using innovative approaches to achieve their level of performance, led us to undertake the 
present study. Our aim was to discover why some organizations perform well and then to 
document and report our findings. The expectation was that similar approaches might lead to 
similar successes in other organizations that are not performing as well. It should be noted 
that this study was not approached as an audit in a verification mode. It represents an attempt 
to discover and understand; the evidence we present is qualitative rather than quantitative. 


The Study Design 


4.11 As the first step in our study design, we sought to identify, by peer consensus, 
some six to eight organizations that were considered to perform well. We knew that no 
organization would be perfect, and we didn’t look for perfection. To reach a consensus, we 
interviewed senior officials in various departments and in central agencies. 


4.12 Next, we interviewed senior officials of the suggested organizations, obtaining 
their agreement to participate. During these initial discussions, we also agreed on a focus, or 
“theme of good performance", on which we would concentrate when examining their 
organizations. This was important to us, because it would focus our analysis and help us 
scope out aspects of the organizations to which this particular study didn’t relate. 


4.13 The next step was to identify and analyze the attribute that produced good 
performance in the organizations. Was it leadership? Was it autonomy? Was it technology? 
What attribute or combination of attributes was the basis for success? 
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4.14 We interviewed people who represented each of the selected areas within the 
organizations — senior and middle management as well as staff at lower levels. We also 
interviewed sources outside the organizations, such as suppliers, clients, observers and 
“owners”. By observers we meant overseeing agencies such as, for example, the Office of 
the Comptroller General. By owners, we meant individuals responsible for overall policy and 
accountability for the organization. Depending on the organization, this could be a Deputy 
Minister, a Minister or other Member of Parliament, or a member of a Board of Governors. In 
addition to conducting interviews, we reviewed various records that were available in the 
organizations, including surveys of clients and of employees. 


4.15 Once we had identified and verified the distinguishing attributes of each well- 
performing organization, we would determine if some of these attributes existed across all or 
most of the organizations. If they did, and if it were then possible to document them in a way 
that would make them useful to other organizations, our aim would be achieved. 


Selecting Well-performing Organizations 


4.16 The average public servant, indeed the average citizen, hardly needs to be 
persuaded that at least some government operations work reasonably well. It is possible in 
Canada to get a passport in a day, to get a driver’s licence in an hour, and to contact someone 
in another part of the world by telephone within a few seconds. In each of these cases, there 
is at least some government involvement. Yet, when we asked people to name some well- 
performing public sector organizations, we encountered surprising initial reluctance. Some 
people maintained outright that there weren’t any government organizations that worked well. 
“They are all bad," someone said. Others thought there might be some, “but they may not 
remain that way for long." Still others pointed out that there was no solid evidence of good 
performance; “they may only appear to work well." 


4.17 We could not ourselves select the well-performing organizations and then use 
the study to confirm that they were indeed performing well. We therefore asked a number of 
senior people in government to suggest organizations that we might include. A helpful source 
turned out to be the Office of the Comptroller General. That Office’s liaison officers knew 
many departments and programs, based on their work of reviewing and helping to improve 
management practices. The Treasury Board Secretariat also proved to be a good source of 
information. 


4.18 When we had a peer consensus on about a dozen organizations that were 
considered to be working well, we stopped the selection process. It would have been possible 
to identify more, but we couldn’t analyze more with the available resources. We then 
contacted senior officials in the selected organizations and proposed that they participate in our 
study. One of the conditions for participation was that the organizations be sympathetic to 
such an undertaking. We believed it would be inadvisable to conduct the study without their 
agreement and support. 
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4.19 Most of the organizations readily agreed to participate; some hesitated. In two 
cases, our Office was in the process of conducting other audit work in the organization, which 
made it inappropriate to also introduce this study. 


4.20 We finally had a list of eight organizations that had agreed to participate. We 
were now ready to begin the work of trying to identify and document the attributes that helped 
them perform well. 


Eight Participating Organizations 


4.21 The selection process yielded a variety of organizations. They are diverse in the 
kind of work they do, in the type of clients they serve and in size. The largest comprises some 
3,000 people; the smallest, less than 30. 


4.22 Another diversity is in the nature of the organizations. Three of them are parts of 
government departments: the Spectrum Management Sector in the Department of 
Communications; the Bankruptcy Branch in the Department of Consumer and Corporate 
Affairs; and the Bureau of Labour Information in the Department of Labour. One of the 
organizations is a Board: the National Parole Board, headed by a chairman. Two are Crown 
corporations: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation and the International Development 
Research Centre. The Office of the Federal Co-ordinator for the 1988 Olympics was a 
special government office that existed for only a few years. The last in our study is an ongoing 
joint project by two government departments: the Property Management Branch of the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police and the Department of Public Works. 


4.23 We looked at the organizations primarily in terms of those aspects that identified 
them as well-performing organizations. In three of them, we identified a turnaround situation. 
Performance had been poor at some point in the past, but had significantly improved and was 
still considered high. In three other cases, there had been sustained high performance over 
long periods of time. In another case, performance had been generally high, but direction had 
varied drastically with changes in demands from government, customers and markets. In the 
final case, serious initial difficulties were eventually overcome, and the ultimate high 
performance contrasted favourably with a similar project a dozen years ago in which 
performance was poor. 


4.24 This variety at first raised questions about the possibility of consistent findings. 
Yet the results of our study showed that even across this diversity there was a distinguishable 
set of common attributes that generated high performance. Indeed, the diversity that had at 
first raised concern turned out to be a reinforcing and confirming aspect of the study. 
Following is a summary description of the eight participating organizations and the focus of our 
concentration in each. 
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Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) 


4.25 Our focus in CMHC was on successfully overcoming several major shocks from 
the environment. In the early 1980s the Government allocated about a billion dollars to CMHC 
to stimulate the economy through housing starts. This produced growth in the Corporation. 
Later, the Alberta housing market collapsed, due to the world oil crisis and the subsequent 
decline of the National Energy Program. This necessitated significant reallocation and 
adjustment of resources in CMHC. In 1984 the Government directed that much of the 
Corporation’s work be done through provincial housing authorities, which meant a reduction in 
the scope of its programs. This, combined with a government policy of downsizing and with 
productivity drives in CMHC, reduced staff from 4,000 to 3,000 people. 


4.26 CMHC’s high performance during this period of changing requirements was based 
on Clear policies, a strong sense of mission and purpose, continuity in management and staff, a 
pronounced focus on clients, and open communication, collaboration and consultation at all 
levels in the Corporation. See Exhibit 4.1. 


National Parole Board (NPB) 


4.27 In NPB we focussed on management’s effort in aligning people’s efforts through 
organizational mission, values and strategy. In the early 1980s, the National Parole Board 
interpreted its mandate through a statement of the philosophy and principles of parole and a 
related set of standards and values. However, by 1986 the National Parole Board was 
characterized by defensiveness. This was in response to adverse public reaction to the 
release of some prisoners. Also, a number of court decisions, mostly based on the Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms, challenged the Board’s proceedings and policies. Over the next two 
years there were new initiatives to clarify the Board’s mission and values. There were also 
strong efforts to introduce strategic planning. As a result, in 1988 the National Parole Board is 
confident that it makes a valuable contribution to the criminal justice system. A feeling of pride 
and purpose has been built over time throughout the organization. See Exhibit 4.2. 


Spectrum Management Sector 


4.28 Our focus in the Spectrum Management Sector was on using communication, 
consultation and technology to manage a limited natural resource with limited human 
resources. The challenges of the Spectrum Management Sector are many. Radio frequencies 
are public property. Many users compete for them, particularly in metropolitan areas. Radio 
frequencies have to be allocated and managed carefully to prevent interference and to ensure 
reliable utilization. See Exhibit 4.3. 


4.29 The continued high performance of the Sector is based on open communication 
and consultation within the Sector, and on a strong orientation toward the client. Staff take 
pride in meeting challenges as problem solvers with a clear sense of mission. High 
performance is also due to the organization’s extensive use of new technology, such as 
computers and information systems. 
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Exhibit 4.1 


CLIENT ORIENTATION AND RELIANCE ON PEOPLE IN CMHC 


During our study, we discussed the 
organizations with people who have an 
outside vantage point. In the case of 
Canada Mortgage and Housing. this 
included the Director of a Social 
Services agency as a client, an architect 
as a supplier, and the Minister as the 
"owner". 


The Director of the Social Services 
agency - located on the West coast - 
spoke of CMHC’s remarkable client 
orientation. “We put up this five million 
dollar building, and we knew nothing 
about it, but they guided us through it," 
he said. "ve always lived in 
apartments where superintendents 
change your light bulb. I’ve never built 
anything in my life. And | built that 
building. Once you get involved with 
CMHC," he explained, "you cannot fail. 
They teach you, they help you, and 
they run interference for you. They will 
not let you fail." 


This client also gave his view of CMHC 
internal behaviour. "There are no 
secrets. They introduce their new 
people, and they keep each other 
informed. When you call, you don't go 
through four or five levels. Even the 
person who answers the phone knows 
what’s going on. There's always 
somebody who knows. They are highly 
committed people, both to us and to 
each other." 


The Minister responsible for CMHC 
echoed the view that performance is 
primarily a function of staff. "It’s all 
people," he insisted, "and we must 
make sure that the deputy ministers and 
presidents who are in place are the 
appropriate people. They have to be 
able to engender a spirit of co- 
operation, but also of purpose." In the 
case of CMHC, "I have a lot of respect 
for their performance, especially for 
their facility for compromise with the 
Provinces. There is very little advice 
coming from them that | reject. They 
believe in what they are doing, and they 
are proud of it." 


We asked an architect with his own 
practice, a supplier of services to 
CMHC, what attracts good people. "I 
believe it has to start off with a purpose, 
and with a set of enlightened policies 
and guidelines," he suggested. "For 
example, when CMHC was given the 
policy to deliver housing to people in 
need, it was amazing what kind of 
people that attracted. It couldn’t have 
happened by chance. | remember, 
because | worked with them. | 
remember we were slaving night and 
day. It attracted a whole bunch of 
people who had a vision and said, ’We 
can put those policies into action.’ 
Enlightened policies attract enlightened 
people." 


Two attributes stand out here: the strong commitment and dedication to serve 
clients, and the strong reliance on the organization’s own staff. This 
corresponds to the dual orientation of other successful contemporary 
organizations: they have both an external and an internal focus on people. 
The vignette also gives one insider’s view of what attracts the kind of people 
such organizations seek: “Enlightened policies attract enlightened people." 
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Exhibit 4.2 


LEADERSHIP AND VALUES IN THE NPB 


The National Parole Board is subject to 
intense media attention and strong 
public reaction whenever a Parole 
decision is thought to be too lenient. 
and especially when a released prisoner 
commits a crime. One of the crucial 
functions of the Parole Board is 
therefore the management of risk. 


In 1986, a newly appointed Chairman 
set out to clarify the Board's mission 
and values, and to delineate a set of 
objectives as part of a strategic planning 
effort. He visited the Board's offices 
across the country to invite discussion 
of steps that might be taken. "Many of 
the people | visited told me that we 
wouldn't be able to agree on things,” 
the Chairman relates. "Yet, when | 
reviewed my notes after all the 
discussions, there were about a dozen 
items on which everybody agreed." 
Working sessions and more discussions 
were held, and with the participation of 
the Board’s staff, a revised statement of 
mission and values was developed and 
accepted. 


The Board wanted to focus its energies 
in the areas of highest priority. To do 
so. it “created ™~ an "intellectual 
playground", a framework of strategic 
objectives within which all of its 
activities would take place. This sent a 
message to all staff that they had both 
the freedom and the responsibility to 
create appropriate work plans for 
activities within the strategic framework. 
The impact was a redirection and 
focussing of creative energies toward 
the accomplishment of the Board's 
mission. 


Both the mission and values statement 
and the strategic planning framework 
have touched every aspect of the 
Board’s working environment. They 
have contributed to an organization that 
has a feeling of pride and purpose, and 
that is professional, participatory and 
open. 


The kind of leadership illustrated here is not the harsh and austere control- 
oriented type that demands unconditional compliance with standard rules and 
regulations. Rather, it is creative, inviting and participative. It is able to 
articulate purpose, mission and strategy. It seeks to create a climate in which 
people can feel they are making a valuable contribution to worthwhile 
objectives. 


RCMP/DPW Joint Projects 


4.30 Here, we concentrated on successful management of a partnership in RCMP’s 
real property management function. Frequently, interdepartmental efforts are marked by 
professional jealousies, bureaucratic delays and poor results. In this case, the relationship 
between the Property Management Branch of the RCMP and the Department of Public Works 
functions well. Its characteristics seem to be a clear understanding of their respective roles, a 
strong commitment to “making it work", and the absence of competition for power, prominence 


or control. See Exhibit 4.4. 
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Exhibit 4.3 


PROBLEM SOLVING IN THE SPECTRUM MANAGEMENT SECTOR 


Staff in the Spectrum Management 
Sector view each other as professionals, 
as people who are able to solve 
problems. htiss “Culvane. Got 
professionalism and problem solving is 
a source of pride in the organization. It 
iss -alSO “a Source Of service ward 
productivity. 


Because of the technical nature of the 
work, it is relatively easy to know when 
and where a problem occurs. It is not 
always easy to know how to solve it. 
"When somebody has a problem that’s 
unique," a staff member points out, 
"they can turn around and talk to 
anybody in the organization easily. The 
organizational climate supports that 
communication and the technology 
facilitates it. They'll consult with their 
colleagues in other parts of the 
country." 


The Sector has rules, as all 
organizations do. But when there is a 
consensus that a better solution is 
available, it's OK to override the rules. 


"And when there is no time to reach 
consensus but I’m confident | can get it, 
l'll solve the problem my way." They 
would never say, "I’m following the 
rules, | can’t solve the problem." 
Someone else elaborates: "I'll do the 
sensible thing because | understand the 
overall objectives of the organization 
and | understand what the people above 
me are going to be thinking about this 
and what considerations they'll have in 
mind. That's our culture, and it is the 
kind of thing that feeds on itself." 


We interviewed the Deputy Minister as 
the person ultimately accountable for 
the Sector and asked him about the 
importance of systems as compared to 
the importance of people in doing the 
Sector’s work: "It is very helpful to use 
technology as much as possible," he 
remarked, “because it allows better 
performance. But the most important 
factor in spectrum management is the 
quality of the people. Technology ts 
very useful, but it can't be a master. | 
cannot underscore that enough." 


The attribute that stands out in the Spectrum Management Sector is 
productive problem solving. Also illustrated is another aspect of the Sector’s 
culture: the willingness to override rules when circumstances warrant it. 
Technology is seen as helpful and important, but not as a master. The most 
important factor in the Sector’s work is considered to be the quality of its 
people. 


International Development Research Centre (IDRC) | 


4.31 We looked at IDRC from the point of view of its internationally recognized high 
performance in delivering research assistance to developing nations. IDRC is considered 
worldwide to be one of the best organizations of its kind. Its high performance is based on a 
number of elements: people who are competent, committed and value-driven; continuity of 
leadership; a clear and strong sense of mission and purpose; a strong client focus; 
autonomy and flexibility at all levels; risk-taking and innovation; freedom from political and 
central agency interference; tailor-made internal regulations and reporting requirements; and 
continual self-scrutiny of strategies and activities. See Exhibit 4.5. 
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Exhibit 4.4 


COMMUNICATION AND COMMITMENT IN THE RCMP 


The Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
maintains several thousand buildings 
across Canada. It also has an ongoing 
construction program. Public Works 
Canada serves as the central service 
agency that manages the construction of 
most new buildings. 


The relationship between the two 
departments works well. A senior Public 
Works official has observed that "the 
RCMP might be called the model of a 
knowledgeable client". As a result, the 
RCMP has the reputation for having its 
construction projects completed on time, 
within budget and to standards of 
quality. 


In the early 1970s, the RCMP fully 
accepted the policy that Public Works 
would be the centre for architectural and 
engineering expertise. The RCMP 
therefore did not retain its own 
architects and engineers. Each 
department respects the other’s 
responsibilities, and neither tries to 
usurp the other’s role. During our study, 
we noted a strong commitment to 
making the relationship work. 


Disagreements do arise, but are usually 
resolved without serious problems. 


The RCMP makes specific efforts that 
contribute to the success of the 
relationship. For many of its buildings, 
it uses standard designs that have been 
developed together with Public Works. 
The RCMP maintains a ten-year 
capital construction plan and informs 
Public Works of changes as they are 
made. It has a centralized control 
structure and responds to requests for 
decisions quickly and effectively. 
RCMP staff have strong corporate 
loyalty, which tends to override 
divisional preferences. Periodic 
conferences ensure that RCMP property 
managers maintain common 
understanding of real property 
Capabilities and needs in the RCMP. 
Also, managers in the RCMP pride 
themselves on complying closely with 
Treasury Board and other central 
agency policies and regulations. A 
senior Treasury Board official put it this 
way: "They honour the rules, and you 
can trust them to do what they say they 
will do." 


The relationship between the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and Public Works 
Canada illustrates that joint projects can work well if both parties are 
committed to making it work. It also illustrates that frequent and effective 
communication is an important ingredient of good performance. Thirdly, it 
shows that respect for well-defined roles contributes to success. 


The RCMP’s Property Management Branch is an example of an operation that. 
lends itself to being managed largely through standard procedures. RCMP 


management has recognized this and has “routinized” the Branch to the extent 
that it is possible. It is thereby displaying the attribute of the “intelligent” 
organization - using a process of developing a set of operational procedures 
that works best for its purposes and circumstances. 
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Exhibit 4.5 


PARTNERSHIP AND CARING IN IDRC 


The International Development 
Research Centre has found _ that 
assistance to developing countries is 
most effective when it is based on a 
caring, co-operative partnership. An 
approach based either on charity or on 
control is not as effective. 


IDRC’s operations reflect that insight. 
Its Board of 21 governors includes 
members from Third World countries. 
Its six Regional Offices are operated by 
people who either are natives of the 
countries being served or are 
thoroughly familiar with local language, 
culture and environment. Recipients of 
IDRC research funding are aware at all 
times that "this is our own project; we 
are responsible for searching out 
solutions that wiil solve our problems." 
They know that IDRC will go all out to 
assist, but it will not manage, let alone 
dominate, the research it funds. This 
sense of local ownership extends all the 
way to villages, farmers and fishermen 
outside the research stations. 


As part of our study, we visited a 
number of IDRC research projects 
abroad. In a tiny settlement in North 
Eastern Thailand, eight families of 
"ground-nut" farmers participate in a 
project conducted by a team of 
researchers of Khon Kaen University 
with assistance from IDRC. The 
purpose of the project is to mechanize 


the labour-intensive process of 
ground-nut production. The research 
team takes as much care to establish a 
productive partnership with the farmers, 
and to respect their culture, as it does to 
foster the research project itself. The 
team includes assistants who speak the 
local dialect. One of them explains: 
"Above all, the farmers have to believe 
that they can do this without us. They 
have to see with their own eyes that the 
new methods can work better for them 
than traditional methods. Only then will 
they continue to use them after we have 
left. In the same way, we researchers 
have to believe that we can be 
successful without constant IDRC 
hand-holding. The idea is to create 
caring partnerships in development." 


At another IDRC project, in Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia, we noted similar 
values. "Our research officers," 
explains the regional director, "do not 
behave as if they are the boss. They 
seek to establish relationships in which 
all who are involved will get a sense of 
ownership and pride. We try to build 
caring partnerships that ensure 
success." 


Observes another director: "In the same 
way, IDRC empowers its own 
employees. Within an overall 
framework, they are given the right to 
do things." 


Several attributes are embedded in this excerpt of IDRC operations. The 
vignette illustrates the attributes of caring for people and of empowering 
people, both within and outside the organization. We note that staff are 
interested in the research project itself. But they are concerned as much - 
perhaps more - about the people who participate in the research and who will 
be working with the research results. IDRC staff know that systems, structure 
and controls are necessary, but that people’s attitudes and values are crucial, 
because only people can make these tools come alive and productive. The 
vignette also illustrates the strong sense of client orientation that IDRC staff 
demonstrate. In addition, the organization itself has a powerful client focus, 
as shown by the fact that its Board of Governors is of international 
composition and therefore representative of client needs and preferences. 
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Bankruptcy Branch 


4.32 Our focus in the Bankruptcy Branch was on a turnaround in which people have 
adapted creatively to do more work with fewer resources. In 1984 the Branch was dispirited 
from dealing with continuing resource cuts in the face of increasing workloads. While the 
Branch became more "efficient", processing more bankruptcies per staff member per year, the 
quality of supervision of the bankruptcy system was low, and many statutory duties were 
performed only infrequently. 


4.33 By 1988 the Branch had achieved a turnaround. The quality of its work was much 
higher; the product had been enhanced; and morale had greatly improved. Standards were 
more uniform and there was greater overall productivity. The bases for this achievement were 
enlightened, inspired and participative leadership; considerable investment in the development 
of people, with parallel investments in technology; and a strong orientation toward clients. In 
addition, Branch managers displayed resourcefulness and creativity in negotiating special 
arrangements within the Department and with other departments. See Exhibit 4.6. 


Bureau of Labour Information 


4.34 The Bureau of Labour Information is the product of a successful transition, from a 
traditional data collection and publication activity to a service that is strongly client-oriented. 
Our focus in this organization was on the way it put top priority on client needs. 


4.35 Providing information on wage settlements and other contract provisions was part 
of the Department’s mandate when it was established in 1901. However, the sections 
administering that responsibility have not always enjoyed a sense of accomplishment. For 
example, during the early 1980s, this area comprised three separate branches, each with a 
different responsibility, and clients had difficulty knowing where to turn for which service. At 
the same time, some of their activities focussed on information products that were no longer 
required by clients. 


4.36 By April 1987, however, the Bureau had established a single, clear mission for its 
activities, namely identifying its clients and continually striving to meet their needs. It set out a 
strategy of focussed product design and delivery. It discontinued non-essential research and 
survey activities. It revised its structure to meet the new focus, moving staff from the 
predecessor branches to the new functions and building staff support for the new 
organizational culture, geared toward serving clients. 


4.37 The Bureau of Labour Information is now considered a well-performing 
organization. The number of client requests it fills has risen by over a hundred percent; yet it 
operates with about forty percent fewer staff than before. See Exhibit 4.6. 
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Exhibit 4.6 


DEVELOPING AND EMPOWERING PEOPLE: 
BANKRUPTCY BRANCH AND BUREAU OF LABOUR INFORMATION 


These two organizations illustrate 
particularly well how efforts to develop 
and empower their people improved 
service and satisfaction. 


In the early 1980s, the Bankruptcy 
Branch faced increased workload with 
reduced resources. More work was 
being done, but at reduced quality and 
without a clear sense of direction. 
Morale and motivation were low. In 
early 1984, Branch management 
initiated an intense process of self- 
scrutiny and realized that the Branch 
had ceased to do the job it was 
supposed to be doing. 


The resulting resolution was, "We must 
get back to doing the basic tasks, and 
we must give our people an 
appreciation of the value of their role." 
The Branch redesigned its work and 
invested significantly in training and 
developing its employees. This led to 
improved competence, to better service 
and to greater satisfaction in doing a 
good job. 


The renewal process was participative, 
yet it was shaped by a vision: focus on 
major clients, restructure the Branch’s 
work and help people do a more 
productive and satisfying job. "Our first 
commitment was to our people, in the 
form of upgrading their skills," said the 
Deputy Superintendent. “The more we 


invest in them and the more we affirm 
them as professionals, the more they 
will act professionally. We help people 
to be successful. We're not doing 
anything fancy, but we do it.” 


* x * 


In early 1987, the Bureau of Labour 
Information was created from three 
former branches. The vision was to first 
define an ideal organization and then 
work toward becoming that ideal. One 
part of the vision was client focus, 
product design and the Bureau's 
structure. The other was organizational 
culture and the matching of people to 
jobs. 


The people of the Bureau were brought 
into the new process from the outset. 
During the 1986 three-day "founding 
conference" for all staff, the Deputy 
Minister noted, "We have the potential, 
we have the product and we have the 
will. Above all, we have the people - 
you: qualified, adaptable, ready to 
serve, and not afraid to discover new 
ways of doing things." 


The Bureau’s performance matches 
these words. Since April 1987, the 
number of client requests it serves has 
more than doubled, yet it operates with 
39 percent fewer staff than its combined 
three predecessor branches. 


These two examples illustrate a number of attributes of the well-performing 
organizations. They develop and empower their people, and they focus on 
client needs to ensure relevance. This has led to a better quality of service 


and to employee satisfaction. 


The organizations also reflect on their 


successes and failures, and they learn from their actions in order to confirm 


or re-establish direction. They have established an “ideal” to which they are 
trying to become ever closer. 
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Office of the Federal Co-ordinator for the 1988 Olympics 


4.38 We hesitated somewhat before including this project in our study. Arranging 
Olympic Games is something unusual, not often done by government. We were persuaded to 
include the project because it was a significant one-time project, delivered on time and within 
budget and avoiding political embarrassments. This was in stark contrast to the Olympics of 
1976. 


4.39 The objectives for the Office of the Federal Co-ordinator for the 1988 Olympics 
included constructing Canada Olympic Park; contributing to construction of the speed skating 
oval and the Saddledome; planning of and contributing to “Celebration 88"; representing 
Canada on the Board of the Olympic Organizing Committee and providing operational 
assistance; and assuring legacies for Canadian amateur sport. One obstacle to be overcome 
was the large number of negotiating partners: the City of Calgary, the Province of Alberta, the 
Olympic Committee and numerous private sponsors. Other challenges were intense media 
attention, perceived mistrust of the federal government in Alberta and an immovable deadline. 


4.40 The Office produced some well-known achievements: projects were on time and 
within budget; the games were "happy" and largely incident-free; there is a legacy of world- 
Class facilities, with an Endowment Fund to support their future operation; and there is a 
successful precedent for future funding of similar projects. The bases for these achievements 
were a clear mission and congruent goals at the political and public service levels. There was 
political motivation, strong support from central agencies and a collaborative partnership 
approach among the negotiating partners. See Exhibit 4.7. 


Moving Beyond Bureaucracy 


4.41 When we considered our findings, we reached an overall conclusion: the well- 
performing organizations have been able to move “beyond bureaucracy". One may say that 
they have moved from being public bureaucracies to being public enterprises, if we construe 
the term bureaucracy to mean red tape and unresponsiveness, and if we characterize public 
enterprise by innovation, responsiveness and productivity. 


4.42 Bureaucracies tend to make their activities routine and predictable, basing their 
operations on standardized rules. They also tend to set up controls that seek to ensure 
compliance with these rules. However, the demands of customers frequently change, requiring 
the very flexibility and innovation that have been standardized out of the bureaucracy’s 
operations. Because of this conflict, there tends to be a gap of unresponsiveness between a 
bureaucracy and the people it is to serve. Furthermore, a bureaucracy tends to frustrate 
efforts by its own staff to break out of this framework of inertia. It tends to meet challenges to 
its own inflexibility by tightening its rules. Typically, the insight that rigidity may be 
counterproductive does not occur to it. 


4.43 Bureaucratic rules pose a dilemma. They are implemented with the best of 
intentions: to ensure uniform service and to prevent unacceptable performance by those 
managers and workers who may be poorly trained or unethical. In doing so, they ensure a 
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STRONG SUPPORT BY OWNERS: OFFICE OF THE FEDERAL CO-ORDINATOR 
FOR THE 1988 OLYMPIC WINTER GAMES 


In our 1983 study on Constraints to 
Productive Management, we emphasized 
the importance of political support. We 
included a quotation from a senior public 
servant who spoke of the need for a 
management philosophy “adopted at the 
Cabinet level and supported by political 
leaders (that) communicates to managers 
what they are expected to do and 
provides a common understanding 
between politicians and management.” A 
shared commitment proved its value in 
the success of the 1988 Winter Olympic 
Games. 


The challenges faced by the Office of the 
Federal Co-ordinator included an 
immovable deadline, intense media 
attention and many negotiating partners. 
Initially, there was also a fear of repeating 
the financial debacle of the Montreal 
Olympics. Meeting these challenges 
would be a significant accomplishment. 
The Olympic Games would be an 
opportunity for a lot of "good news" if 
they went well. 


Organizational performance is positively influenced when there is strong goal 
congruence between personal values and organizational needs. It is 
particularly strengthened when the "owners" - in this case officials at the 
political level - actively support the organization and its mission, without getting 
involved in day-to-day management issues. 


Once the commitment to proceed was 
firm, there was strong support in the form 
of "political will". The Minister of State for 
Fitness and Amateur Sport provided 
consistent backing while not interfering 
with the day-to-day processes. In 
general, all Ministers, specifically the 
Minister of Public Works, were willing to 
take whatever action was necessary at the 
political level to help the project succeed. 


Related Deputy Ministers, including those 
at key central agencies, reflected the high 
degree of ministerial interest. Through 
formal and informal links they helped 
ensure that the project did not encounter 
bureaucratic delays. “Having that kind of 
support,” noted one official, “gives you a 
great feeling of confidence, especially 
when you seek central agency co- 
operation and approval.” 


This congruence of values and interests 
resulted in a commitment that played an 
important positive role in the performance 
of the Office of the Federal Co-ordinator 
for the 1988 Winter Olympic Games. 


minimum standard of managerial performance. However, the rules also act as constraints. 
They inhibit exceptional performance by managers and workers who are skilled and innovative. 
In this respect, they tend to prevent excellence. 


4.44 In our 1983 study on Constraints to Productive Management, we discussed 
inherent attributes of bureaucracies. Some of these attributes act internally. Bureaucratic 
managers tend to focus on following regulations, on monitoring compliance and on controlling. 
They tend not to listen to workers and not to remove roadblocks that constrain workers’ 
performance. Such organizations alienate their workers. 


4.45 Similarly, there are attributes of bureaucracy that act externally. Staff in 
bureaucracies tend to be unresponsive to the needs of customers because they focus on 
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regulations, on fulfilling quotas and on avoiding risks. They tend not to listen to customers’ 
suggestions, and not to help them. They alienate their customers. 


4.46 This kind of bureaucratic behaviour is the result of a tacit assumption that 
systems are more important than people. It is also based on an assumption that systems and 
regulations can deal with all problems adequately, if only workers will comply with them. 
Bureaucratic controls are therefore designed to make workers follow prescribed procedures, 
with little room for initiative, flexibility and innovation. The bureaucratic mindset tends to see 
problems essentially as problems of compliance. 


4.47 Yet we know from experience that problems do find their way up to various 
management levels precisely because they cannot be solved by existing routines. They don’t 
fit standard procedures and therefore need specialized handling. 


4.48 This points out the key difference between controlling and managing. The aim of 
controlling is to construct systems that will handle all problems in standard ways — “keeping 
things under control” — within a given framework. In contrast, the aim of managing is to 
reflect, to act with insight, even to construct a new framework if necessary. Managers and 
their people must be interpreters and intelligent mediators between an uncertain, unpredictable 
environment on the one hand, and the operations and capabilities of their organization on the 
other. 


4.49 The strength of organizations lies partly in their ability to “routinize" what should 
be routinized. However, it also lies in their ability to deal with problems that are beyond 
routine, for which people must create new solutions. The extent to which an organization is 
able to deal successfully with unusual problems through innovation and flexibility is a measure 
of this strength. 


4.50 The challenge for designers of organizations and of work itself, therefore, is to not 
rely on controls exclusively. It is to design organizational structure and job content in such a 
way that controls are seen as useful tools, and that people can commit to the achievement of 
worthwhile organizational objectives. 


4.51 Our study showed that the well-performing organizations have been largely 
successful in doing this. Where ineffective bureaucracies focus mainly on controls and 
constraints, the well-performing organizations focus on people. They challenge, empower 
and develop their people, they communicate effectively with them, and they open the way for 
them to become and remain successful at work. The well-performing organizations seem to 
have been able to combine the needs of the organization with the needs and desires of their 
people. They have made a shift from control to commitment. 
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Reliance on People Ensures Productive Relationships; Control Systems Provide “Hard 
Edges” 


4.52 Managers were unanimous when we asked to what they attributed the success of 
their organizations. They answered that it was due to their people. At the end of an interview, 
we would ask a senior manager two questions. First: "If you were moved to a particularly 
complex and difficult job, say to run the mail service, do you think you could do as well?" The 
answer was typically hesitant and uncertain: "Hmmm ... I’m not sure ... certainly it would take 
me a while ...". The second question was: "If we were to assign the work to you and your 
people, could you do as well as you’re doing now?" The answer came without hesitation: "To 
me and my people? Yes. We would find a way to do it as well!" 


4.53 The reader might conclude at this point that the well-performing organizations 
rely for their success only on people and on relationships. That is not the case. Their reliance 
on people is balanced by reliance on measurement and control systems, which provide the 
“hard edges" to their operations. 


4.54 Measurement and reporting systems enable managers to review and analyze how 
resources are spent and what results have been achieved. This is important for their 
accountability and stewardship function. Such systems also enable managers to learn from the 
past for the future, which is an important aspect of improving performance over time. Our 
study showed that the well-performing organizations were doing well on both counts. 


4.55 In process-oriented organizations, control systems are typically designed to 
monitor individual actions and processes, rather than results and effects. This prompts staff to 
concentrate on complying with rules and on pursuing process rather than product. Staff also 
spend considerable creativity and energy in making themselves look good in the context of 
these control systems - energy that is not spent on the job itself. In contrast, the well- 
performing organizations typically perform as a team and focus their systems on results to be 
achieved. They have moved in the direction of letting product triumph over process. 


Encouraging Risk-taking to Accomplish the Task 


4.56 A strong focus on product sometimes gives the appearance that regulations are 
disregarded. In our well-performing organizations we noted that the letter of the rule is indeed 
sometimes open to interpretation, but the spirit is not violated. 


4.57 Traditional bureaucracies emphasize adherence to rules and regulations. If the 
process is well-controlled, they reason, good results will follow, and the organization will be 
looked upon favourably. Yet it is a matter of common experience that following regulations 
does not necessarily lead to optimal results. Some bureaucratic managers are satisfied to 
follow all the rules, even though results may be lacking. Indeed, they sometimes use 
compliance with rules as an excuse for not achieving quality and timely results. 
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REFLECTIVE SELF-SCRUTINY IN CMHC AND IDRC 


In 1984, Canada Mortgage and Housing 
was directed to offer delivery of its Social 
Housing programs to provincial housing 
authorities. At issue were a large number 
of programs and widely varying attitudes 
as to how they should be delivered. The 
Corporation started an intensive 
negotiation process with a view to signing 
operating agreements with all the 
provinces. 


Internally, CMHC continually scrutinized 
its operations to reflect on process and 
achievement. A group comprising 
members from all affected areas of the 
Corporation —- Programs, Policy, Financial, 
Legal, etc. - met early every morning to 
review progress, discuss issues and 
assign tasks. This team approach made 
it possible to manage all aspects of the 
negotiations. 


Minutes were kept of all meetings, and at 
one point the group celebrated its 100th 
morning session. When the negotiations 
were concluded after almost a year, the 
Corporation awarded the group its 
"Helping-To-House-Canadians- 
Award", recognizing successful 
completion of this arduous task. 


* * x 


The International Development Research 
Centre has a strategy of continual self- 
scrutiny. "Nobody is allowed to become 
too cozy and comfortable," says its 
President. Part of that strategy is to have 


the Board annually review and re- 
appoint senior officers within IDRC, 
based on the respect they have earned in 
the Third World for their contribution to 
being “partners in research and 
development”. 


IDRC undertook a particularly significant 
self-examination in 1986. Over an 
intense ten-week period, the Centre 
reassessed its strategy, direction and 
operations. 


"This top management exercise was 
painful at times," says one of the 
participants. "There were long periods of 
anxiety, particularly because the 
President made it clear he wasn’t going 
to ‘run the show’." He also wasn’t going 
to bring in consultants who would 
prescribe what should be done. As a 
result of that process, several working 
groups were formed, which included 
employees from all levels. The issues 
they discussed included decentralization, 
communications, computers, training and 
overhead = all in. the context of 
requirements of developing countries and 
IDRC’s mandate to help. 


People in IDRC are still inspired about 
this self-analysis, its positive results and 
the regained momentum it created. "In 
the end, the organization gained much 
more than it thought it would," concluded 
one of the senior participants. "There is a 
renewed mission statement, and a 
renewed strong awareness of courageous 
leadership." 


This vignette illustrates the attribute of strong organizational self-scrutiny and 
reflection. The practice of carrying out this scrutiny in-house, rather than 
having it done by outside consultants, and not directed from the top down but 
by the organization’s own staff, also illustrates the attribute of enlightened and 
committed leadership. Furthermore, these practices of CMHC and IDRC 
illustrate attributes of organizations that communicate. As well, attributes of the 


"intelligent" organization are apparent from the description. People review, 
consult and collaborate as a matter of course on difficult issues. And they 
exercise self-control rather than waiting to be controlled by events or by 
outsiders. Lastly we see how, in the case of the CMHC award and the renewed 
IDRC mission statement, the organizations find ways to put abstract concepts 
into concrete terms, making them visible and explicit. 
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4.58 The well-performing organizations emphasize results, yet they still adhere to a 
justifiable process. They encourage risk taking. They are willing to try new methods when 
common sense dictates that better results can be achieved by following the spirit of a 
regulation, instead of the letter. However, staff must hold the values of stewardship, service 
and results, and they must consult with each other. When their people are governed by these 
values, the well-performing organizations encourage risk taking as a matter of strategy. 


Shifting from Control to Commitment 


4.59 In traditional bureaucratic hierarchies, the aim of management is to define the one 
best way to do a job, to set standards and procedures accordingly, and then to monitor and 
control people to ensure that they comply with these standards and procedures. This is 
commonly known as a rational systems approach. 


4.60 This approach to job design and control results in significant efficiency 
improvements when work is routine, repetitive and predictable; it may also extract a cost in 
human satisfaction. Assembly lines and "sweatshop" operations are examples. However, 
when work is done under conditions of uncertainty, complexity, rapid change, and a high 
degree of interdependency, the rational systems approach loses much of its effectiveness. 
Even when complexity is not a constraint to developing detailed procedures, time may be. For 
example, by the time a detailed procedures manual is developed, tested and distributed, the 
situation in the field has often changed, making the manual obsolete even before it is issued. 
Thus, complexity and rapid change mitigate against the idea of separating the design of work 
from its execution. 


4.61 Traditionally, business schools and text books have based their approaches to 
improved performance on the following model: 


The world is messy. Yet, to manage well, things need to be orderly, predictable 
and certain. Therefore, we will create an orderly, predictable and certain world. 
And then it will be possible to have effective managers and high-performing 
organizations. 


4.62 This model is becoming outdated for the reasons outlined above. It is losing its 
effectiveness with respect to productivity and performance. In many cases it creates situations 
where people spend much of their time and energy to “beat the system". 


4.63 The well-performing organizations seem to have shifted toward a new model, 
which might be stated as follows: 


The world is messy. Hence, to manage well, we need to develop managers who 
can perform productively in work environments that are messy, uncertain and 
changing. And then it will be possible to have high-performing organizations. 


4.64 To implement this new model, the organizations we examined have moved from 
control to commitment. Their leaders envision goals, describe values and articulate purposes 
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in such a way that people can support and commit themselves to the overall direction of the 
organization. Managers focus on vision, purpose and goals instead of on mindless compliance 
with rules and controls. They discourage bureaucratic behaviour; instead, they recognize and 
reward productive achievement of the organization’s purposes. 


4.65 Similarly, we found that the staff in the well-performing organization have a clear 
sense of mission. There is a feeling of ownership, of shared values and a common vision. 
This team spirit seems to be a key ingredient of the organization’s culture. 


4.66 One of our interviewees illustrated the concept by analogy. A mechanistic 
bureaucracy, he said, operates like a conventional gun whose bullets are “blind". They 
mindlessly follow a set course, because any guiding intelligence is disconnected the instant 
they leave the barrel. The gun in effect tells the bullets: “Do as | have told you." 


4.67 In contrast, the well-performing organization operates like a guided missile 
system. The missiles are sent by the station, but guided by the target. They have built-in 
intelligence and are urged to use it. The station in effect tells the missiles: “Lock on to the 
target and do your best to reach it." 


4.68 In the gun analogy, actions are based on compliance; in the missile analogy, on 
judgment. 
4.69 Correspondingly, in the well-performing organizations, purpose and direction are 


not restricted to policies and procedures. They reside largely in people’s values and 
commitment. 


4.70 The effect is that the organizations can virtually be put on “automatic pilot". 
People know what is wanted, they are committed to it and they perform accordingly. The shift 
from control to commitment has been achieved. 


Common Attributes of the Participating Organizations 


4.71 Our study included interviews and observations at various levels of each 
participating organization and we spoke with people both at headquarters and in the field. It 
also included discussions with knowledgeable outside people. We talked with suppliers, 
clients, boards of governors, Deputy Ministers and Ministers. As we collected data, we 
reviewed and analyzed them to identify those attributes that seemed to be common to all or 
most of the participating organizations. During feedback sessions with people in the 
organizations, we discussed the set of attributes we were developing, and confirmed and 
refined them. We have illustrated some of the attributes in the various exhibits that are 


included in this chapter. 


4.72 Following, in summary form, is a set of twelve attributes that we found to be 
common to the organizations we examined. They are grouped in four categories: Emphasis on 
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People, Participative Leadership, Innovative Work Styles, and Strong Client Orientation. Some 
of the attributes overlap, yet they are distinct enough to warrant individual reference. 


Emphasis on People 


4.73 The most striking attribute of the well-performing organizations is the emphasis 
they place on their people. People are challenged, encouraged and developed. They are 
given power to act and to use their judgment. There is a “caring” attitude in these 
organizations, based on the belief that, in the long run, high performance is a product of people 
who care rather than of systems that constrain. Typically, people in these organizations do not 
preoccupy themselves with the risk of failure, but instead are confident that they can tackle 
virtually any challenge. 


4.74 The empowering organization. Well-performing organizations become and 
remain that way by developing and empowering their people. People are challenged, stretched 
and encouraged to grow by being given authority, responsibility and autonomy. They are given 
the power to act, to make decisions and to represent the organization based on their own best 
judgment. One of our interviewees put it this way: “People work not only with their hands, but 
also with their minds and their hearts." For illustration see Exhibits 4.2, 4.3, 4.6. 


4.75 The "caring" organization. The values, attitudes and policies of the 
organization are based on an overall sense of caring: for its own people; for its clients; for the 
organization as a whole and for the organization’s owners. These values are based on the 
belief that, in the long run, high organizational performance is a product of people who care 
rather than of systems that control. For illustration see Exhibits 4.3, 4.5. 


4.76 The “successful” organization. The organization tries to ensure “success 
experiences’. It sets easily attainable goals at first. In time, the goals are set higher, but 
always within reach. Initial success creates an appetite for further success, and eventually 
failure becomes inconceivable: success has been made part of the culture. Typically, people 
in these organizations are not blind to the risk of failure. However, they are not preoccupied 
with it and are confident that they can tackle virtually any challenge. For illustration see 
Exhibits 4.3, 4.7, 4.8. 


Participative Leadership 


4.77 Leadership in the well-performing organizations is not authoritarian or coercive, 
but participative. The leaders envision an ideal organization, define purpose and goals, then 
articulate these and foster commitment in their people. They see the organization as always 
becoming more and more like the ideal. The well-performing organizations communicate 
easily internally and with others. Staff feel comfortable consulting their peers as well as those 
above and below them. Although formal levels exist for administrative purposes, there are no 
boundaries that inhibit collaboration in achieving organizational goals. 


4.78 The organization with participative leadership. Instead of directing through 
authoritarianism or coercion, this participative leadership guides by being creative, by detecting 
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patterns, by articulating purpose and mission, and by fostering commitment to the goals of the 
organization. For illustration see Exhibits 4.2, 4.6, 4.8. 


4.79 The “becoming" organization. Here, the leaders envision an “ideal type" of 
what the organization could and should be. Once this ideal is defined, they continually strive to 
reach it. They see the organization as always “becoming" more and more like the ideal. For 
illustration see Exhibits 4.6, 4.8. 


4.80 The communicating organization. One of the prime functions of the leaders in 
this type of organization is seen as communicating, rather than as commanding. The leaders 
inspire and foster communication: they hear, they notice, they encourage, they articulate policy 
and purpose, they counsel and they reward. Staff at all levels feel comfortable consulting their 
peers as well as others above and below them. Although formal levels exist for administrative 
purposes, there are no boundaries that inhibit consultation and collaboration in achieving 
organizational goals. For illustration see Exhibits 4.3, 4.4, 4.6. 


Innovative Work Styles 


4.81 Staff in the well-performing organization reflect on their performance, on the 
environment and on opportunities. They learn from experience. They are innovative, flexible 
and creative. They maintain strong monitoring, feedback and control systems, but only as 
useful tools. In effect, the well-performing organization seeks to be self-reliant and to 
control itself rather than relying on control from outside. 


4.82 The learning organization. Staff are involved in continual scrutiny of the 
organization, of its environment, and of its performance in relation to the ideal. They seek to 
learn from the effects of their actions. They use evaluations, standards and assessments, but 
always for a productive and defined purpose, never simply because of convention. For 
illustration see Exhibits 4.2, 4.8. 


4.83 The problem-solving organization. The organization thrives on identifying 
opportunities and solving problems. It is innovative and flexible, and it seeks to solve problems 
creatively. For illustration see Exhibits 4.1, 4.3. 


4.84 The intelligent organization. Members of the organization review, consult and 
collaborate with each other as a matter of course. They understand the organization’s purpose 
and mission. They know what needs to be done and what needs to be measured. They build 
monitoring, feedback and control systems that are useful tools. The organization controls itself 
rather than depending on control from an outside authority. For illustration see Exhibits 4.3, 
4.4, 4.6, 4.7. 


Strong Client Orientation 


4.85 People in these organizations focus strongly on the needs and preferences of 
their clients. They derive satisfaction from serving the client rather than the bureaucracy. 
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There is an alignment of values and purpose between the well-performing organizations and 
their political and central agency masters with a view to strong performance and high 
achievement. 


4.86 The organization that is supported by its owners. Goals are congruent 
between political, central agency and departmental levels, all of which actively support and 
reinforce the overall mission. There is an alignment of values, of purpose and of resources 
toward high organizational achievement and performance. For illustration see Exhibit 4.7. 


4.87 The organization with strong client orientation. Instead of focussing on a 
hierarchy and on the authority that rules the hierarchy, people in the well-performing 
organizations focus on client needs and preferences. People in the organization derive their 
satisfaction from serving the client, rather than from serving the bureaucracy. Interaction is 
strong within the organization, but it is perhaps even stronger between the organization and its 
clients. For illustration see Exhibits 4.1, 4.6. 


4.88 The “concretizing" organization. Organization members are able to talk in 
concrete terms about intangible things such as mission and values. They are also able to talk 
about abstract results in such a way that these become visible and easily discussable. For 
example, achieving zero mortgage defaults over a long period of time would normally be 
reflected only in routine paperwork. The well-performing organization finds ways to make 
such achievements visible by recognizing them through, for example, plaques and awards. As 
a result, people can better identify with achievement and are motivated to extend their reach. 
For illustration see Exhibit 4.8. 


The Process by which the Organizations Acquired these Attributes 


4.89 Our aim in this study was to discover why some organizations perform well and 
then to report our findings, so that others might profit from them. In the early stages of this 
study, we believed that documenting the common attributes would be sufficient to serve as a 
guide for other organizations. However, further reflection and discussion suggested that a 
specific set of attributes is not necessarily ideal for all situations. Different organizations, and 
even the same organization at different times, may need different attributes for good 
performance. Exhibit 4.4, for example, illustrates that the RCMP’s Property Management 
Branch performs well using many standard procedures. In contrast, Exhibit 4.5 shows that the 
work of IDRC is much less suited to strict regulation. 


4.90 Accordingly, we tried to go beyond the attributes and search for the underlying 
process that allowed the well-performing organizations to develop and maintain their optimum 
set of attributes. We reasoned that such a process would be both more generic and more 
informative than simply a list of the attributes themselves. If we could point to such a process, 
people in other organizations might use it for developing a suitable set of attributes for 
themselves and thereby improve their performance. 


4.91 Perhaps the most significant finding from this phase of the study was that people 
need to have a certain mindset to initiate such a process. This mindset seems to be a function 
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of strongly held beliefs, of values such as dedication and the innate need to improve the 
organization in which they work. It became apparent during our discussions that people were 
not conscious of having used a specific pattern or prescription for success. What they 
recognized was their need to improve the performance of their organizations. 


4.92 One of the deputy ministers told us about posing a challenge to his various 
branches, after he was appointed, to improve on what they were doing. The response in most 
cases was that they would try to do better, but that additional resources would be required. 
One branch, which participated in this study, provided an exception to that general response. 
Its leaders consulted with their people and found new and better ways, with the same 
resources, to provide products and services to their clients. 


4.93 In another case, a newly-arrived Deputy Minister visited all his branch heads 
individually and asked them what problems they were having and what help he might be able to 
provide. The branch heads outlined their various problems, with one exception. That branch, 
again one in this study, assured the Deputy Minister that they did not have any problems; they 
were doing just fine. Across the country, wherever the Deputy Minister visited regions and 
asked representatives of this branch about their problems and difficulties, he received the 
same answer. Initially, he was skeptical and assumed that the branch head had instructed his 
people not to tell the DM about any problems. However, as it turned out, it was part of the 
branch culture to genuinely feel that no problems existed that they couldn’t solve on their own. 


4.94 In some cases, we found that the process of developing positive attributes was 
prompted by a crisis or a threat, by a strong demand from an outside influential group, or by an 
obvious opportunity. Such an opportunity was sometimes created by a newly arriving leader 
who posed strong challenges while creating an environment of trust and participation. 


4.95 The process, once initiated, tends to drive itself. People at various levels 
discuss, explore, reflect and scrutinize themselves and their activities. They bring together 
ideas which sometimes result in disagreements. However, because of the mutual trust and 
respect among people at different levels, these ideas and difficulties become starting points for 
innovations that result in new ways of working and of achieving. This process gradually 
becomes ingrained in the culture of the organization, and, ultimately, people tend not to be 
conscious that this is something special or remarkable. 


4.96 For example, it was not until after three in-depth conversations that one 
Assistant Deputy Minister was persuaded his branch was doing something worth highlighting. 
He was not conscious that they were doing anything special that wouldn’t also be done in 
similar branches elsewhere in the public service. 


Conclusions 
4.97 When we began this study, several people were surprised that there should be 


well-performing organizations in the public service. One of our interviewees, however, put it 
another way: "Good performance is expected. It shouldn’t be a surprise, then, that there is 
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good performance in these organizations. The interesting part is that good performance has 
been successfully suppressed in most others." 


4.98 We realize that we have not been able to find definite answers for all questions 
that arose during this study. Finding these would require a much more extensive examination 
than was possible with the resources we had available. One unfinished task, for example, is a 
detailed study of the underlying process of developing attributes of success, which we have 
described only briefly. Another question that requires further investigation is whether there is a 
difference in approach between changing the performance of an organization from average to 
excellent and the challenge of maintaining it at that level. We are not at all certain, for 
example, that the same forces that cause a turnaround are also instrumental in maintaining a 
high level of performance. A third question yet to be answered is what prompts some 
managers to initiate a process of reform and improvement. Why would they behave differently 
from other bureaucrats? Are leaders born like that? Can they be developed? Can such a 
mindset or such a set of values be acquired from textbooks or courses, or are these values 
developed by observation and imitation of role models? 


4.99 These questions deserve further discussion and further investigation. When we 
first presented the outline of this study to some of the senior people in the public service, we 
benefited from insightful advice. Some of the advice dealt with the question of how far to go 
with this study. Should we attempt to make it comprehensive and complete within our one- 
year time frame? Should we publish the findings as definitive results and develop authoritative 
recommendations? The advice said otherwise. Do what you can, it was suggested to us, and 
publish the best answers you can find. But do not imply that they are final answers. Publish 
the chapter with the aim of generating thoughtful and wide-ranging discussion at all levels of 
the public service. 


4.100 We have followed that advice. We present this chapter not as a definitive answer 
to some of the most difficult questions of public service management, but as a starting point for 
reflection and discussion. The challenge will be to answer more completely the question we 
posed at the beginning of this study: why do some organizations perform significantly better 
than others, and what can be done to encourage and assist others to do likewise? 
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